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Leading with moral purpose: Insights from community leaders 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Leadership has been described as having a moral purpose. This paper argues that 
theoretical insights from ethical leadership theory and empowerment theory are useful for 
understanding the work of community leaders. Community leaders tend to be people who 
are known mainly to their immediate community, work in a voluntary capacity and are 
committed to a particular goal or cause.  The paper begins by referring to Starratt’s (1996) 
framework that comprises three inter-related ethics: an ethic of care, critique and justice, 
each of which is said to constitute ethical leadership. It then explores insights from 
empowerment theory since it is argued that it has some strong connections to ethical 
leadership. Central to both perspectives is the notion of relationships and ‘power to’ where 
power is shared and where people work together for change.  Based on interviews with nine 
grassroots voluntary community leaders, this paper contributes to the limited research in the 
community leadership field by understanding more fully their values, beliefs and leadership 
practices.  It is argued that the insights of ethical leadership and empowerment theory are 
highly relevant to explain their work and practice. The paper concludes by discussing some 
implications for leaders in educational settings. 
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Leading with moral purpose: Insights from community leaders 
 
Introduction  
 
In recent years, there has been heightened recognition that leadership has a moral purpose 
(Duignan, 2006; Fullan, 2003; Sergiovanni, 1992, 2007; Starratt, 2004) with the core values 
of leaders determining how they act (Sergiovanni, 1992). For Sergiovanni (2007), moral 
leadership has close connections to servant leadership which involves ‘serving others but its 
ultimate purpose is to place oneself, and others for whom one has responsibility, in the 
service of ideals’ (p. 58). While Starratt (2004) distinguishes between the two terms, 
‘morality’ and ‘ethics’, he claims that they can be used to mean the same thing when 
characterizing the work of leaders.  He says, ethics is ‘the study of what constitutes a moral 
life’ [while]  … morality is the living, acting out of ethical beliefs and commitments’ (p.5).  In 
recent work by Starratt, he refers to three core relational and inter-connected virtues of 
ethical leadership and these are responsibility, authenticity and presence. By responsibility, 
Starratt (2004) argues that leaders are responsible as human beings, as administrators, and 
as citizens. They are responsible to students, teachers and others in the school community 
and responsible for creating effective relationships and a healthy organizational 
environment.  Authentic refers to leaders who are true to themselves and who are in 
‘mutually affirming relationships with others’ (p.71). Presence ‘means a full awareness of self 
and other… It implies being close, being toward, being for’. (p.104). He argues that leaders 
require a moral commitment to others based on these three core virtues.  Other writers have 
explored the ethical dimensions of leadership (Begley & Johansson, 2003; Furman, 2004), 
ethical challenges and tensions facing leaders (Duignan 2006; Langlois, 2004) and 
strategies to enhance the development of moral leadership in leaders (Begley & Stefkovich, 
2007; Branson, 2007) 
 
This paper argues that theoretical insights from Starratt’s earlier ethical leadership theory 
(1996) and empowerment theory are useful for understanding the work of leaders, such as 
community leaders. Community leaders tend to be people who are known mainly to their 
immediate community, work in a voluntary capacity and are committed to a particular goal or 
cause.  They ‘play a key role in mobilising others in their pursuit of common interest for 
improvement and change’ (Creyton & Ehrich, 2009, p.3). McAfee (1993) describes them as 
leaders who are advocates for the most vulnerable in society, while Burgmann (2003) and 
Swain (2001) see that community leaders are those who participate in more mainstream 
community projects.  Schultz and Galbraith’s (2003) view is that community leadership can 
come from many people (such as volunteers) and at different times so that community 
leaders can enter and re-enter leadership roles as the need arises.  
 
Community leadership, then, refers to leadership that is exercised in, for, and by persons 
within a community.  The term, community is broad reaching as it is defined by locality and 
geography as well as interest (Anderson, O’Loughlin & Salt, 2001). For instance, a 
community of interest refers to a collection of people who work together for a particular 
cause or to improve a particular issue. Over the last decade, on-line communities using a 
variety of technologies, such as internet and email, have grown in popularity and enabled 
people from all around the world participate in a range of global causes.  
 
This paper begins by exploring Starratt’s ethical leadership framework followed by a 
discussion of the construct, ‘empowerment’ since it has connections to Starratt’s work.  It 
uses these theoretical insights to interpret the values and leadership practices of nine 
community leaders. The paper concludes by identifying some implications for educational 
leaders. Emerging from the findings, it poses several questions for educational leaders to 
contemplate..  
 
Ethical Leadership Framework 
4 
 
 
Starratt’s earlier framework of ethical leadership that comprises three inter-related ethics: an 
ethic of care, an ethic of critique and an ethic of justice is the one that is explored in this 
paper. Although this framework was developed with educational leaders in mind, it is argued 
here that it has relevance to the work of community leaders. It has been applied previously 
by the authors in research studies on community leaders’ practices to interpret their stories 
(see Creyton & Ehrich, 2009; Ehrich & Creyton, 2008; Ehrich, in press).  
 
According to Starratt (1996), an ethic of care refers to ‘a standpoint of absolute regard’ for 
the value of individuals.  At its heart is the importance of relationships with others evident by 
an ‘active concern for life and the growth of that which love’ (Fromm, 1957, p. 25). Noddings 
(2007), an author who has made a strong contribution to the field of an ethics of care, 
maintains that it ‘requires each of us to recognize our own frailty and to bring out the best in 
one another’ (p. 225). Following on from this idea, Torjam (1998) refers to the connection 
between an ethic of care and the notion of responsibility when she says, we have 
‘obligations to each other, our families, communities and the environment’ (p. 4).   
 
For leaders, an ethic of justice requires them to deal fairly and equitably with others and to 
create the conditions of a socially just and democratic working relationships (Starratt, 1996) 
where leadership is facilitative, shared and relational. Another key element of an ethic of 
justice is its concern for a greater goal or mission. Here Starratt uses the term, 
‘transcendence’ to refer to ‘turn[ing] our life toward someone or toward something greater 
than or beyond ourselves’ (p.158). Transcendence resonates with a core feature of servant 
leadership following Sergiovanni’s (1992) work, as it is based on the idea of service to an 
ideal or to a cause.   
 
The third and inter-related ethic is an ethic of critique. It has been influenced by neo-marxist 
thinking that maintains that inequality and injustice constitute social practices, laws and life in 
general for a great many people.  This ethic, then, is focused on questioning social 
arrangements to determine who holds the power and whose interests are being served. 
Starratt (1996) argues that the ethical challenge is to ‘make these social arrangements more 
responsive to the human and social rights of all citizens, to enable those affected by social 
arrangements to have a voice in evaluating the consequences and in altering them in the 
interests of the common good and of fuller participation and justice for individuals’ (p.161). 
 
According to Starratt (1996), ethical leaders are those persons who care for and work 
collaboratively with others, connect with others, and build more equitable structures. This 
discussion now leads to the notion of empowerment which has strong connections to justice, 
care and critique.   
 
Empowerment 
 
Empowerment is a term that has been used in a number of disciplines including psychology, 
education, community development and medicine (Dempsey & Foreman, 1997).  Feminist 
writers have viewed empowerment as a type of ‘power with’ where power is ‘in connection, 
relational power and mutual power’ (Fennell, 1999, p. 27) in contrast with ‘power over’ which 
is dominating, coercive and controlling (Blase & Anderson, 1995). Empowerment has been 
described both as a process and a product and observed as occurring at an individual, group 
and community level (Mann Hyung Hur, 2006). At the community level, Perkins and 
Zimmerman (1995) maintain that empowerment refers to ‘collective action to improve the 
quality of life in a community’ (p. 571). While individual empowerment refers to people who 
attain self-determination, develop new capabilities and overcome particular types of 
obstacles, collective empowerment is said to occur when people work together to bring 
about some type of change (Staples in Mann Hyung Hur, 2006). Synthesising writing in the 
field of collective empowerment, Mann Hyung Hur (2006) refers to its key components as 
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‘community building’ – which refers to creating a sense of community among people; 
‘community belonging’ where people are able to identify with similar others; ‘involvement in 
the community’ where people participate in community activities and events that could lead 
to social change; and ‘control over organization’ that refers to group support and advocacy.  
The type of empowerment of interest to this paper is collective empowerment and, in 
particular, the way the community leaders empower others through their leadership practices 
and activities.   
 
In summary, empowerment as a construct is connected to an ethic of care since it values 
relationships with others; it is connected to an ethic of justice as it maintains that people can 
work together in equal partnership, share leadership, and belong fully to a community; and it 
is connected to an ethic of critique as it refers to collective action for improvement and 
change.  
 
Methodology 
 
The main focus of the study was to explore the leadership experiences of a group of 
community leaders in an attempt to more fully understand their leadership practices, values 
and beliefs. The motivation to undertake the study was that both authors were involved in 
teaching leadership (one in a university setting, the other in a peak State body for 
volunteering that represents volunteers and community organizations) and saw this study as 
an opportunity to learn more about community leadership, which to date remains an under-
researched field of study.   
 
Two criteria for participant selection were (i) that these leaders were not employed in a 
formal not-for-profit organization; and (ii) they were not paid for the community work in which 
they were exercising leadership.  All of the participants were known to one of the 
researchers as they had at one time undertaken a leadership program offered by 
Volunteering Queensland. The researchers purposefully invited equal numbers of male and 
female participants who represented a broad cross-section of community activities.  All of the 
ten participants who were approached either by telephone or email agreed to participate in 
the study.  
 
The main data source for this study was an in-depth semi-structured interview with each of 
the community leaders. An interview was considered the most appropriate data-gathering 
method since it enables a participant to reflect upon and make sense of his or her 
experience (Seidman, 1991). A set of key questions outlined in an interview guide was made 
available to the participant prior to the interview process (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell & 
Alexander, 1990).  These questions focused on issues such as the participants’ formative 
experiences; the focus of the leadership activity; their values and beliefs about leadership; 
and their leadership practices, strategies and challenges. Interviews were conducted with all 
of the participants except for one who sent responses to each of the interview questions via 
email attachment.  
 
The participants granted the researchers permission to tape record the interviews and 
following the interviews the transcripts were sent to participants for checking and 
endorsement. One of the interviewee’s transcripts could not be used in the study because it 
became apparent during the course of the interview that her role in the particular community 
activity had changed from volunteer to paid employee. Thus, nine participants constituted 
the sample for the study. To protect the identity of the participants, pseudonyms were used. 
 
The analysis was guided by the procedures outlined by Marton (1988) where comments 
were brought together into categories on the basis of their similarities and categories being 
differentiated from one another in terms of their variances. Theoretical constructs alluded to 
earlier in the discussion were used to assist in the interpretation of the themes that emerged 
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from the analysis. The next part of the paper uses Starratt’s framework to understand the 
community leaders’ practices.  
 
Introducing the community leaders 
 
Insert Table 1 here. Table 1 introduces the nine community leaders, the focus or foci of their 
leadership activity, their values and summarises their leadership practices.  
 
Ethic of Justice 
 
As indicated in Table 1, all participants were involved in at least one leadership activity or 
cause/issue. These causes involved animals (e.g. Kate); people such as refugees and 
members of the Muslim community (e.g. Norizan) and pregnant women and children (e.g. 
Felicity and Bill); the environment (e.g. Sally and Redmond), and specific community 
projects such as community housing (e.g. Ron), community transport (e.g. Tom) and the 
stopping of the building of a bridge (e.g. Don). A dominant theme that permeated the 
leadership values of the participants was a strong sense of purpose or ‘transcendence’ 
(Starratt, 1994) and service (Sergiovanni, 2002). For instance, Redmond was passionate 
about ‘having a better society’, Felicity referred to ‘changing the world’, and Tom said he was 
‘motivated by future visions of how things should be’.  Norizon and Sally talked about the 
importance of ‘service’ to the community.  Sally commented that she had had a privileged life 
and, for this reason, was only too happy to  ‘give back to the community’ through her work in 
leading a bushcare group. 
 
Norizan spoke of her faith as a Muslim and how Islam supports the key role of service to 
others in the community. She said, ‘in the Islam doctrine, you have a responsibility towards 
your community, you have a responsibility towards yourself, your family, and the 
environment as a whole’.  Norizon’s and Sally’s comments resonated with Torjam’s (1998) 
notions of responsibility to others and the community at large. All of the participants were 
driven by ‘some kind of higher purpose or calling beyond their self-interest’  (Campbell, 
2000, p. 2).   
 
Ethic of care 
 
All of the community leaders made reference to the importance of good working 
relationships with others. For example Bill said that building relationships was critical to the 
work he does in Maternity Coalition.  He said he relied on face to face contact particularly 
with his inner core of supporters and then uses email and internet technologies to keep the 
whole group informed of decisions and directions. In contrast, Kate led a team of volunteers 
(who were located in another state) and therefore she relied on email to communicate with 
them. She described the way she enlisted their support, seeking their interest in particular 
activities and then encouraged them to pursue the tasks they wanted to take on.   Tom 
highlighted the importance of giving positive feedback to and encouraging others in the 
group to take a lead. He said, ‘none of our actions are perfect – the most important thing is 
that they are being done, rather than being bogged down in criticism’.  
 
A number of the participants referred to the great joy they received when they observed 
others in their group grow, develop and exercise leadership. For example, Felicity referred to  
‘seeing various people blossom through their involvement in the groups, that’s great’ while 
Ron said he got quite excited seeing people learn and get more involved.  Redmond 
commented that he enjoyed ‘seeing people become active and develop in new ways and 
see their confidence grow and interests grow’.   Only one of the community leaders, Don, 
indicated that he was uncomfortable working with others. He said he did ‘not [have a] high 
comfort level in talking to people and building relationships’. This same community leader 
said his preference was to lead a ‘well defined campaign with an end point [rather than] 
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nurturing an organisation’.  Yet, all of the leaders reinforced the idea that leadership is a 
responsive and relational activity that involves the cooperation and participation of others.  
 
Ethic of Critique 
 
As indicated previously, this ethic is focused on questioning existing social conditions or 
arrangements and identifying strategies to bring about a variety of improvements and social 
changes.  Common among all of the stories of the leaders was the desire to make a 
difference and that often required collaboration with like minded people and some type of 
collective action.  The methods used by the leaders ranged from more consensual models of 
civic engagement to those involving conflict models (Swain, 2001). Leaders approached the 
idea of social change from very different angles with some working within the system, others 
sought to change the system and some sought to build alternatives to the system (Jones & 
May, 1992)  For example, Kate, Sally and Norizon worked beside others to effect change in 
their particular causes. They were influenced by consensual models of action.  A number of 
the other leaders participated in political campaigns (e.g. Don, Bill, Felicity, Tom) where they 
lobbied state and local governments to bring about changes to particular issues. Only one of 
the community leaders could be said to have been involved in more radical activities than 
the others. Redmond stated his own beliefs had been shaped by Marxist politics and his 
preference was to work outside the system. He said, the‘real underlying politics that will 
cause change happens at th[e] community level … I guess that’s where I’d rather be 
involved’. Redmond indicated that he has led and participated in a variety of social 
movements and causes over a 35 year period.  
 
Empowerment 
 
All of the community leaders either led or participated in the process of collective 
empowerment since their involvement in their cause or community issue led to some type of 
action and in some cases change.  There was evidence of ‘involvement in the community’, 
‘community building’, ‘community belonging’ and ‘control over the organisation’, four core 
components that constitute collective empowerment (following Mann Hyung Hur, 2006).  In 
terms of ‘involvement in the community’, all of the leaders were driven by strong values of 
justice and improvement and were involved with their respective community, working in 
particular ways to bring about change.   The leaders were involved in ‘community building’ 
activities where they worked with others to create a caring and respectful environment built 
on trust and support.  For instance, Ron reflected upon himself as a leader and said that his 
power has comes from respecting and empowering others with whom he has worked over 
the years. Sally said that she introduces people to other people to help them feel connected 
so they feel as though they are part of the bushcare community. Redmond referred to the 
need for ‘collective leadership’. He said, 
 
…you need to try and establish a situation where there’s not one person 
dominating… You need to actually consciously try and set up things where people 
are involved in doing things; involve themselves in making decisions and being 
active. 
 
While many of the leaders referred to working with others, collaborating, sharing values and 
goals, facilitating leadership, and implying a type of ‘power with’ others, other leaders 
referred to the need for different types of leadership to be exercised at different times. For 
instance, Norizan, Bill, Don and Tom commented that as leaders they would need to use 
more ‘out front’ strategies with the group when it was warranted.  For instance, Norizon said, 
‘there are times where you’re surrounded by people who have ability and so you can achieve 
through them …there are times when you’re cutting your new role, you’re getting into an 
area that no one has gone on before so you need to be at the front there, really leading, 
lobbying…   
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What the leaders were describing was not so much ‘shared leadership’ or ‘power with’ 
leadership but situational leadership. Situational leadership maintains that effective leaders 
match their leadership style to the group’s level of readiness (Hersey & Blanchard in Dubrin, 
Dalglish & Miller, 2006).  Hence, leaders in this study recognised that they needed to rely on 
a variety of leadership strategies to achieve their goals or ‘serve their ideals’.  
 
‘Community belonging’ was evident in the way in which the leaders identified with others, 
and had common interests and visions.  For instance, Felicity referred to the need to bring 
others together to share ideas, the vision and the process.   
 
Control over the organisation, which is described Mann Hyung Hur (2006) as support and 
advocacy of others, was evident in the experiences of several of the participants who played  
an advocacy role in their organisation. As Bill said,  
 
.  …we’re [Maternity Coalition] representing a constituency and working very hard to 
bring together a common voice and to make that an active conversation out there 
with the community so that we can…take that to the government and try and build 
that into processes… 
 
Implications and Conclusion 
 
The study upon which this paper is based utilized Starratt’s framework of ethical leadership 
and the related construct, ‘empowerment’ to interpret the values and practices of a small 
cohort of Australian community leaders. In summary, the defining features of the leaders that 
emerged from the study included their:   
 
(i) sense of social justice that motivated and guided their leadership activities 
(i.e. ethic of justice);  
(ii) valuing of others and fosterings relationships with like-minded others (i.e. 
ethic of care) 
(iii) a questioning of current / existing practices (i.e. ethic of critique)  
(iv) desire to work with others to ‘make a difference’ and bring about change 
(‘collective empowerment’)  
 
Before identifying some implications for educational leaders based on the values and 
practices of the community leaders, it is necessary to underscore a number of features that 
distinguish community leaders from school leaders. First, the community leaders in this 
study were volunteers; their involvement in their respective causes and communities was 
above and beyond their paid work.  Second, the community leaders were motivated by a 
particular issue or cause that became the context for action. Here, many of the leaders were 
involved in more than one community or cause.  In contrast, educational leaders get paid for 
leading their school communities; and those who occupy formally recognized positions (such 
as the principalship) get paid more than other educational officers, such as teachers.  
Moreover, an educational leader’s cause or focus of their leadership activities is likely to be 
many and varied, but essentially is concerned with the education of children or young 
people. In other words, a distinguishing feature of schools as communities is their learning 
focus. This is not to say that the community leaders in this study were not involved in 
learning or facilitating others’ learning. They were and many of the leaders alluded to 
learning with and from others. However, their learning was more of a by-product of their 
involvement in their community work rather than its main focus, which is the case for 
educational leaders. A common feature that both community leaders and school leaders 
share is that to be effective requires them to go beyond their designated authority and take 
the initiative (Heifetz, 2006) to lead others and lead change.  
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Since Starratt (1996) published his work on the three inter-related ethics of ethical 
leadership, a number of writers have expanded his framework to incorporate further ethics. 
For example, Stefkovich and Shapiro (2003) have put forward an ethic of the profession; 
Ehrich (2000) put forward an ethic of learning; and Furman (2004) has put forward an ethic 
of community.  Underpinning these ethics, particularly the first two, is the  recognition that 
education is a profession and educators have certain responsibilities and moral 
accountabilities to students, staff, parents and other community members. These 
responsibilities are concerned with ‘education’ and ‘learning’ which is the focus of schooling.  
As Ehrich (2000) argues, leaders, ‘have an ethical and moral responsibility to develop 
learning communities where members of the school are committed to thinking, growing and 
learning’ (p. 124). 
 
Returning to the paper at hand, then, a question arises as to whether the findings of this 
current study can or do provide any insights or lessons for educational leaders given the 
different foci of community and educational leaders. It is argued that one of the important 
contributions of this paper is that it has served as a reminder that leadership does have a 
moral purpose. The stories of the nine leaders illustrated this poignantly. In closing, then, this 
paper poses ten questions for educational leaders. These questions, developed from the 
findings of the study, ask educational leaders to reflect upon their leadership values and 
practices:   
 
 What are you passionate about?  
 What is your ‘educational cause or issue’? 
 In what ways are you motivated by a social justice agenda? 
 In what ways do you value others and foster relationships with staff, students, 
parents and members of the wider community? 
 How do you demonstrate ‘care’ towards others? 
 Do you question unfair practices? 
 Do you encourage staff / students / parents to engage in critique and questioning of 
school based practices?  
 What strategies do you use to bring about change? 
 Do you collectively empower staff?  What empowerment strategies do you use with 
staff? Students? Others? 
 What leadership strategies do you use to ‘bring people along with you?’ 
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Table 1: A summary of the nine community leaders 
Person Leadership Activity 
Focus / Cause / Issue 
Values Leadership Practices 
Redmond 
 
Multi-focus over 35 
years 
Anti-uranium; Work 
Life;  
Public Education 
Coalition; Student 
Alliance 
Social justice, 
Community politics,   
Need to change the 
world,  
Belief that people have 
power 
Instigator of groups (Just Peace; Work 
Life; Public Education Coalition) 
Collective leadership – anti dominant 
view of leadership 
Facilitative leadership, developing 
capacity in others 
Sally 
 
 
Environmental issues  
bushcare  
bush catchment 
Need to ‘give back’ to 
the community  
Environmental protection 
Acted as Vice Chair of Catchment Care   
 ‘doer not an asker” 
Gets hands dirty and does many menial 
tasks 
Connecting people to other people 
Don 
 
 
Stop Hale Street 
Bridge 
campaign 
Campaigning, 
petitions to 
government officials 
Strong sense of fairness 
and tolerance of others –  
social justice 
Wanted to have voice 
heard 
Strength: articulating the vision, 
objectives  
strategic thinking of campaigns rather 
than engaging groups of people; an ideas 
person  
Putting in the hard work himself 
Bill 
 
 
Maternity Coalition 
Lobbied all levels of 
politicians to bring 
about change to the 
health system 
Strong sense of social 
justice 
Importance of 
community midwifery 
Relationships with others 
Instigator of Birth Action Group  
President of Maternity Coalition for 
some years 
Engaging people, building networks and 
strong relationships with members 
(regular communication) 
Kate 
 
Animal shelter work 
Orang-utans 
Strong sense of justice 
for animals 
Animal rights, 
Vegetarian 
Leads teams of volunteers (based around 
Australia) 
Fundraising, advocacy  
Felicity 
 
 
 
Home Birth 
Association /  member 
of Maternity Coalition 
Flipside circus for 
children 
Stopping the Hale 
Street Bridge 
service to community  
desire to change the 
world 
Child centred practices  
Eco-feminist – healing 
the planet,  
Set up a children’s circus  
Developing policies, working with 
children  
Bringing people together, sharing ideas, 
attention to process; sharing the vision, 
Facilitative leadership 
Ron 
 
President of local 
district committee on 
ageing 
Chairperson of 
Mangrove 
community housing   
On steering 
committee for 
amalgamating 
housing  coops  
Social justice 
Community development 
Inclusion 
Community housing  
Community development practices 
Empowerment  
Networking and information sharing 
 
 
Tom 
 
Environmental 
activism 
Community advocacy 
Sustainable transport 
Greens 
Socialism, sustainability, 
social justice, democracy 
 
Fully engage 
Consult but act 
Effective communication 
 
Norizon  
 
Islamic community 
association  
Sudanese Community 
Refugee rights and 
support 
Islam – legacy 
Give back 
Influence change, 
fairness  
 
Situational leadership 
Outcome focus 
Vision and direction, capacity focus 
 
